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•

Sophie Aberle among the Pueblos

W

hen Sophie Aberle (1896–1996) stepped off the train in Lamy,
New Mexico, in June 1927 to begin her first summer of research
at San Juan Pueblo, she had already received a PhD in anatomy
from Stanford University, one of the first—if not the first—women in the United
States to do so, and in September was to begin her first year at Yale Medical
School.1 These few details suggest that she was an unusual woman for her time.
Although she was unusual, her intellectual and political trajectory in her work
with Pueblo Indians reflected major trends in the larger American context, from
the scientifically respectable racism of her early years, through the liberal communitarianism of the New Deal Era, to the conservatism of the 1970s and 1980s.
To the extent that Aberle is known at all at present, it is for her early research
on vital statistics of the Pueblos, which remains a valuable source of historical
and contemporaneous demographic and epidemiologic data. However, her role
as superintendent of the United Pueblo Agency (UPA) during the New Deal,
and her later criticism of the Indian policy that she supported during those
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years are also worth understanding for they reveal many of the contradictory
and conflicting interests that have influenced policy since the Great Depression.
Aberle’s unpublished memoir does not reveal her early history, but it is clear
that she was an independent-minded person who had been influenced by a very
independent grandmother. She was raised by a well-to-do aunt and uncle in
California, who provided a private tutor and took her along when they visited
various mines they owned throughout the West. They also supported Aberle at
Berkeley and later at Stanford, when she transferred there to finish her undergraduate education and attend graduate school.2
Upon finishing her PhD, she became a research assistant in anthropology at
Yale and received support for a summer’s work at San Juan Pueblo. The funds
came from a grant awarded by the National Research Council’s Committee for
Research in Problems of Sex (CRPS) to Clark Wissler, an anthropologist who
was a member of the CRPS and curator at the American Museum of Natural
History in New York City, as well as a faculty member at Yale.3 His research
was primarily among Indians of the Northern Plains and included demographic studies as well as studies of folklore and material culture.4 He was highly
regarded by many in the profession and was active on numerous committees.
Also a believer in innate racial differences and Nordic superiority, he was a
member of the inner circle of the eugenicist Galton Society founded in 1918 by
Madison Grant. The Galton Society’s agenda was to protect white Protestant
Americans from genetic pollution by inferior races, especially Polish Jews, and
to counter the growing influence of the Boasian school of cultural anthropology
in universities and in the American Anthropological Association.5
Aberle wrote in her memoir: “The work of Sigmund Freud had just begun to
appear. The committee sponsoring my grant had been organized in response to
emerging public concern for social and sexual behavior. Discussions of divorce,
illegitimacy and prostitution were in the air.”6 She did not mention the eugenicist thinking of either Wissler, under whose direction she worked, or of Robert Yerkes, chairman of the CRPS. Nor did she mention the control of sexuality
in the interests of social stability, which was the goal of the CRPS and of the
Rockefeller Foundation’s Bureau of Social Hygiene, which had initially provided
the funds to support the committee’s work.7
According to Aberle, the grant was based on the assumption “that civilized
life was artificially complex as opposed to the simple, natural behavior of primitive peoples. Following out that idea, an investigator observing sex behavior
among the uncivilized would aim at recognizing one by one in the primitive
society the elemental constituent items of sex which are obscured by civilization.”8 The Pueblos, like the Samoans about whom Margaret Mead was writing at the same time, 9 were assumed to “cl[i]ng to their archaic customs . . . and
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consequently . . . their sexual habits would be simple and would shed light on
sexual relationships within our ‘complicated’ culture.”10
The Southwest, especially New Mexico, had become particularly attractive to people searching for an alternative to the increasingly urban industrialized world of early-twentieth-century America. In the Pueblos they believed
they had found true primitives, people who were close to nature, spiritual, and
spontaneous.11 Thus, in the years before World War II, New Mexico became a
popular destination for artists, writers, political activists, and anthropologists,
among whom were many women who found greater freedom there than they
had experienced in the relatively more-rigid society of the East Coast.12 Moreover, although the area was remote from the more-settled parts of the country,
it had become increasingly accessible as a result of the transcontinental railroad.
The magnificence of the scenery, the presence of agricultural indigenous people, and the proximity of several small cities made it at once attractive and relatively easy for field research. Thirty years before Aberle went to New Mexico,
a young woman from New York City visiting the Native pueblos of New Mexico and Arizona wrote home from Flagstaff, Arizona, “[T]his is a great place for
professors’ families and other intelligent travelers.”13
Aberle’s assumptions about the primitive nature of the Pueblos seemed to be
borne out by her observations concerning sexual behavior. In a section of her
memoir about her first summer at San Juan titled “What’s natural is right,” she
observed “that sex had no connotation of sin, that chastity was looked on with
disfavor, and sex for them was more casual than it was during the twenties in
the majority culture.”14 Nonetheless, she had not collected sufficient material to
write about sexual behavior, and in subsequent visits over the next several summers, she changed her focus to vital statistics.
Demographic Change among American Indians
Aberle’s work with Pueblo data occurred against the backdrop of a general
decline in indigenous populations in the Americas, a trend that, at the time she
began her research, had only recently reversed. Scholars generally agree that
prior to 1920 mortality from warfare, starvation, and epidemics, rather than
reduced fertility resulting from venereal diseases, had accounted for population
decline. However, the magnitude of the decline was, and is still, a matter of dispute,15 and the contribution of diminished fecundity is also uncertain.16
In his surveys of Indian tribes in the American Southwest and northern
Mexico in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Aleš Hrdlička noted
that syphilis was known in all the tribes he visited but the extent of the disease
was unknown.17 As part of the same survey, he made a particularly close study
Kunitz / Sophie Aberle among the Pueblos

123

of births and deaths among the San Carlos Apaches and the Pimas in central
and southern Arizona respectively. In the 1890s, among 37 postmenopausal San
Carlos women, the average number of births was 6.7; among 35 Pima women,
the average was slightly more than 7. He also reported that there were three
childless Pima women included in the group. If they were excluded, the average
rose to 7.7. However, 60 percent of children had died among the Apaches and 66
percent among the Pima. He concluded: “As the two tribes may be safely taken
as representatives of a large number of others living under similar conditions,
it is evident that the fertility of the Indian woman is in many localities, if not
generally, equal to the preservation of the race. It is not a deficient birth rate but
great mortality which keeps the majority of the tribes from increasing rapidly.”18
Similarly, the U.S. Census of 1900 indicated that childlessness was no more
common among Indians than among whites and African Americans, and that
the percentage of women who never married was less, and the total fertility
rate of married women was higher.19 Together, these observations indicate that
if syphilis and other sexually transmitted infections had a major demographic
impact on Indians in the eighteenth century and earlier,20 and among certain
island populations,21 by the second half of the nineteenth century they were no
longer significant, and certainly not in the American Southwest where Aberle
did her work. There, mortality was the major determinant of population change.
Pueblo Demography and Vital Statistics
In an unpublished and undated lecture on racial characteristics, Aberle
remarked that her studies were done to investigate whether there were physiological and psychological characteristics that correlated with such obvious features as skin color, shape of skull, facial features, and hair texture which differed
among races, including susceptibility to tuberculosis and syphilis.22 The inherited biological basis of racial differences in susceptibility to the major causes of
death was a widespread, 23 but not universally accepted, notion at the time. It is
not surprising that Aberle regarded it as a real possibility.24 During the interwar
years, it was widely agreed by many scientists that there were important biologically-based differences among races, even though such a view was in retreat.25
Moreover, Aberle had begun her career as a student of genetics; her major sponsor, Clark Wissler, was a well-known eugenicist; so were Robert Yerkes, and
John Campbell Merriam, president of the Carnegie Institution.26 Each of the
latter two headed organizations that funded Aberle’s research; all three were
members of the Galton Society,27 and it is reasonable to think she may have
been predisposed to share their assumptions about the genetic bases of racial
differences.28
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Whatever Aberle’s beliefs about the sources of racial differences, when she
described the origins of her research on vital statistics in her first publication
on the topic, she used somewhat different terms. She was, she wrote, testing the
assumption that had “crept into the literature . . . that primitive people do not
produce many children.” “The view regarding the low fecundity among primitive people,” she continued, “led [Alexander] Carr-Saunders to conclude in his
study of ‘The Population Problem’ that fecundity has increased with civilization.” 29 Aberle’s work examined in two neighboring pueblos, San Juan (Aberle’s
main base of operations) and Santa Clara. Although they were assumed to be
exemplary “primitive” people, they had been in intimate contact with the Spanish since the sixteenth century. Indeed, a major source of data was the parish
records of Christenings, marriages, and deaths from the early eighteenth century, which Franciscan missionaries had kept.
The Pueblos are comprised of several different language groups: Keresan,
Zuni, Hopi, and Tanoan. The latter are divided into the Tiwa, Towa, and Tewa.
The two Pueblos with which Aberle first worked are Tewa-speaking. The Tewa
are concentrated along the Rio Grande and its tributaries north of Santa Fe, an
area particularly well-suited for irrigation and thus very attractive to the first
Spanish settlers. Consequently, the Tewa were in especially close contact with
Europeans in general and the Catholic Church more specifically from an early
date. In comparison to other Pueblos in less-attractive areas, the Tewa had lost
the most land, and their kinship system had been modified. Unlike other Pueblos, which were matrilocal, Tewas had a bilateral kinship system, the result of
close contact with the Catholic Church and Europeans.30 The reason to mention
this long history of colonization is because, although they were poor, the Pueblos could hardly have been described as a “primitive” population free of contact
with Europeans. Aberle was aware of this fact, for not only did she present contemporary income data, but she wrote, “In the parish books of the eighteenth
century, the Franciscan Fathers have noted the assistance and advice they gave
the Indians in their agricultural pursuits, so it is apparent that the Indians have
been in direct contact with white people for over three centuries.”31
Aberle found that in San Juan and Santa Clara Pueblos, birth intervals in
the years 1779–1837 and 1892–1928 were essentially the same, about 24 months
in each. Based on surveys she conducted in each of the two Pueblos, on average women up to and including age 30 had experienced 3.8 pregnancies; women
ages 30–40, 7.6; and women above 40, 9.4. No evidence of sterility was found.32
She also observed that lues (syphilis) did not have an impact on childbirth. A
survey of several Pueblos from 1923–1924 showed that 10.9 percent of 426 individuals had positive Wassermann tests. In San Juan in particular, the percentage was 7.9.33 Comparing Pueblo women in the two periods with childbearing in
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other historic and contemporary populations, Aberle concluded that fecundity
did not increase with civilization and “fertility was dependent upon something
intrinsic in the human organism itself, rather than upon culture or environment.”34 Notably, there was no mention of racial differences.
Although infant deaths had only been mentioned in Aberle’s first study in
connection with the calculation of birth intervals, they were the topic of a second paper a year later. Her object was “to determine the death rate among children reared in a community under fairly primitive conditions.” She estimated
that infant mortality in the two Pueblos was 228.5 per 1,000 live births, more
than twice the rate for whites and slightly less than twice the rate for African
Americans estimated in a study of several American cities.35 She wrote, “The
very high mortality among Indian infants and children must be due to many
causes; but probably the most important cause is ignorance concerning the
treatment of women during parturition and the care and feeding of children.”36
Decades later, Aberle was roundly criticized as being insufficiently aware of the
impact of colonization, poverty, and the deprivation of land rights on Pueblo
communities, especially on the health of their people.37
Aberle framed a study of maternal mortality in five Native pueblos similarly: “The impression generally prevails that among the more primitive peoples
childbirth is a relatively simple and safe event for the mother.”38 On the contrary, she found that maternal mortality in the years 1927–1932 was at least seven
times higher than the rate in the rest of the United States. She observed that
childbirth practices, particularly “precautions . . . to insure sterilization,” were
unsafe. Indeed, a study of almost two thousand Indian deliveries in hospitals at
about the same time showed that maternal mortality was the same as in the general population, suggesting that it was lack of access to hospitals that accounted
for the very high Pueblo rate.39 Nonetheless, she concluded, “The high maternal mortality among the Pueblo Indians must be due, therefore, to their lack of
knowledge regarding the conduct of deliveries.” More generally, she concluded
that, in contrast to conventional wisdom, “child-birth [sic] among the more
primitive peoples is not a relatively simple and safe event for the mother.”40
The research described above was done in the early 1930s after Aberle finished medical school, and while she was a member of the Department of
Obstetrics and Gynecology at Yale, where she also carried out physiological
research, still sponsored by the Committee for Research in Problems of Sex.41
After a few years, however, she realized that as a woman her chances of academic advancement were slender, and not long after the paper on maternal
mortality was published, she left for a position at the Carnegie Institution. She
remained there for a year and was then—on the basis of her research among
Pueblos—offered a job by John Collier, commissioner of Indian affairs in the
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New Deal administration of Pres. Franklin D. Roosevelt. She was encouraged
by President Merriam of the Carnegie Corporation to take the position with the
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), “thinking it ideal to have a scientist engaged in
federal administration, conducting research in an area over which she had some
control. Such an arrangement, he thought, could solve many federal problems,”
a view with which she subsequently came to disagree.42 She accepted the position and in 1935 was made superintendent of the United Pueblo Agency, responsible for administration of all nineteen New Mexico Pueblos as well as three
small Navajo communities.43
The Reform of Federal Indian Policy
From the late 1800s through the 1920s, Federal Indian policy had attempted to
force the assimilation of Indians into larger American society by breaking up
reservations into individually-owned allotments, and by coercing Indian children to attend boarding schools where they were to learn English as well as
trades that would suit them for life as American citizens. By the 1920s, this policy was being challenged and modified by a new generation of reformers.44 John
Collier, who had offered Aberle the job at the United Pueblo Agency, was the
commissioner of Indian affairs when the transformation in policy took place
in earnest, and was a major author of those changes, beginning in the early
1930s.45 A great deal has been written about him and the BIA during his administration.46 Two aspects of the policy he pursued deserve emphasis: the liberal
communitarianism that underpinned it; and the important role of experts in
implementing it.
Collier’s involvement in Indian affairs began in 1920, when he was attracted
to New Mexico by Mabel Dodge Luhan, an old friend from his days in reform
work in New York City, where she had hosted a well-known modernist salon in
Greenwich Village.47 Collier became convinced that the only place in the United
States where it seemed at all possible to build the kind of community life he valued was among Indian tribes, particularly in the Southwest, and particularly
among the Pueblos.48 Like many others, Collier believed that in order for Indians to maintain their tribal way of life, their land base had to be protected. Thus,
shortly after arriving in New Mexico, and with the support of wealthy clubwomen49 and other philanthropists50 in California, he became the chief critic of
the Bureau of Indians Affairs until, in 1932, he himself was appointed Commissioner of Indian Affairs under President Roosevelt.
Protection of land rights was to be one of Collier’s major preoccupations
both during the time he was the BIA’s chief critic and later as its commissioner.
He was especially incensed by the Bursum Bill, which was introduced in 1922
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by Sen. Holm Bursum of New Mexico for the purpose of giving to non-Indians
who had illegally settled clear title to Pueblo land. The bill had its origins in the
fact that the Pueblos had been deemed superior to other Indians and, according to the United States v. Joseph decision of 1876, were not wards of the federal government. Therefore, they were allowed to sell or lease their lands.51 This
Supreme Court decision was reversed in 1913 by the United States v. Sandoval
decision, which concluded that in fact the Pueblo Indians were entitled to the
protection of the government and had been all along.52 As scholar Lawrence C.
Kelly wrote: “The practical effect of this reversal was to jeopardize the landholdings of some 3,000 non-Indians, representing 12,000 persons who, in various
ways, had obtained parts of the original Pueblo land grants. For years after 1913,
these claimants used every means available to evade the Supreme Court decision. Following the disclosure of this problem by a Congressional investigation
in 1921–1922, Senator Bursum of New Mexico introduced a bill to disentangle
the land situation.”53
Friends of the Indians, among them Collier, believed the bill unjustly favored
the present, non-Indian land holders and placed the burden on the Indians to
prove that the present occupants did not possess clear title. Normally, the burden of proof would have rested on the present occupants. Collier founded the
American Indian Defense Association to cooperate with Indians from various
pueblos, and the bill was defeated.54
When Collier became commissioner of Indian affairs under Roosevelt, he
was able to institute many of the reforms for which he had been agitating since
1920.55 Many social reformers felt comfortable in the New Deal administration because it represented both the importance of social planning by experts
in order to meet human needs rather than allowing the free market and economic considerations to dominate policy, and it was an attempt to re-establish
the bonds of community and ameliorate the hard lot of the poor while at the
same time avoiding the rhetoric and reducing the reality of class conflict.56
During his term as commissioner, Collier initiated many programs, perhaps
the most important of which was the Wheeler-Howard Indian Reorganization
Act of 1934 (IRA).57 The provisions of the IRA were intended to aid Indians
in maintaining their tribal life. It reversed the previous allotment policy, purchased land for landless Indians, and encouraged tribes to develop constitutions
in order to become self-governing and create institutions with which to negotiate with the federal government—while at the same time, it had the flexibility to deal with urban, industrial America, just as Collier had hoped could be
achieved with foreign-born immigrants to American cities.
On a somewhat smaller scale was the attempt to turn reservation day schools
into community centers. Indian boarding schools had represented an effort to
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“Americanize” Indians by taking them away from home and requiring them to
wear Anglo-European clothing, speak only English, and learn Western trades.
Not only were day schools less expensive than boarding schools, but it was
hoped that parents would learn from their children, that the school itself would
become the center of various community activities and enterprises, and that
children would gain an appropriate technical education while not becoming
alienated from their parents and tribal traditions and language.58
Yet another reform Collier initiated was the decentralization of the Bureau of
Indian Affairs bureaucracy into various area offices that would both be responsive to local Indian tribes in their area, and actively cooperate with them in initiating and carrying out programs of various sorts. 59
An important innovation Collier introduced was the use of anthropology
for administrative purposes. Indeed, William H. Kelly argued this practice was
the beginning of applied anthropology in the United States.60 Lawrence Kelly
observed that Collier’s contact with anthropologists began only after he had
become commissioner of Indian affairs.61 As commissioner, Collier initiated
several attempts to use anthropology to inform policy making:62
1. The short-lived Applied Anthropology Unit, the primary goal of which
was to help Indian tribes write constitutions under the authority of the
Indian Reorganization Act. This attempt failed largely because time
was short and the Unit had been established to support an already
existing policy, not to inform policy making.
2. The Soil Conservation Service experiment in land use planning on the
Navajo Reservation.
3. The Technical Cooperation-Bureau of Indian Affairs soil conservation
for work on several Indian reservations.
4. The Indian Education, Personality, and Administration Research
Project.
Anthropology served a similar purpose in each of the four projects: it was
meant to be a tool of administration. According to Scudder Mekeel, who first
directed the Applied Anthropology Unit, the IRA:
[C]losely resembles the British policy of “indirect rule” in that the
native political and social organization is strengthened by utilizing it for
administrative purposes. The policy behind the Indian Reorganization
Act differs, however, in objective. The objective of the Indian Reorganization Act is humane—rehabilitation of broken, pauperized, and demoralized, Indian groups. The aim of British colonial administration varies
from colony to colony. In some places it is the gathering of taxes from
the natives, in others it is the making available of a cheap labor supply,
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and so on. The similarity of British and present Indian Office policy in
regard to natives is in the technique for carrying out administration
objectives—the technique of working through native organization rather
than ignoring it or blasting it.63
In this context, the goal of anthropology was to guide the administration
of Indian affairs in what were believed to be the Indians’ own best interests.
Indeed, Collier and Laura Thompson were clear that the primary goal was not
academic but managerial.64
This was the reformed Bureau of Indian Affairs that Aberle joined after having spent several summers doing research among the Pueblos, and the organization within which she was able to pursue further research.65
Aberle and the United Pueblo Agency
Aberle’s transition from scientific investigator to federal bureaucrat was not
easy. Prior to her arrival, Collier had consolidated six Pueblo agencies into the
United Pueblo Agency (UPA), based in Albuquerque.66 There was considerable resistance to the change because some of the Pueblos believed their influence over policy would be diminished, and to Aberle both because she was a
woman and because she was inexperienced as an administrator. The opposition was led most vociferously by Mabel Dodge Luhan speaking on behalf of
Taos Pueblo. Both Luhan and Anna Ickes, wife of the secretary of the interior,
had opposed Aberle’s appointment because, according to Aberle, “both women
had worked for the Indian’s [sic] cause long before I came upon the scene, in
unofficial positions. Now I threatened to take away some of the special esteem
they felt they deserved, particularly as a woman working in an official capacity.”67 With Collier’s support, Aberle survived those initial difficulties, and even
became friendly with Luhan, though there was always some hostility toward her
from some Pueblos.
Aberle’s new position at the UPA seems to have influenced a shift in her
thinking. First, scientific racism was receding as a respectable position. Its
decline was largely hastened by advances in genetic knowledge, by the increasingly successful assimilation of European immigrants to American society, and
particularly by the growing abhorrence of the vicious racism of the Nazis, and
exemplified by the quiet death of the Galton Society in 1935.68 Second, Indian
policy had been radically transformed by the New Deal Administration of President Roosevelt. Moreover, Boasian cultural anthropology, which held that culture was more important than innate racial characteristics in shaping behavior,
was clearly ascendant within the anthropology profession in general and within
the Bureau of Indian Affairs in particular. All these developments may have had
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an impact on Aberle, but her exposure to the realities of poverty in the pueblos
seems to have deeply impressed her as well, for her subsequent research no longer mentioned racial biology and primitivism. For example in a survey of the
health of children in several different pueblos, physical examinations revealed a
high proportion suffering poor nutritional status, but Aberle and her coauthors
made no claim that this result reflected the lack of knowledge of modern nutrition, though poverty was not mentioned either.69
Poor economic conditions were mentioned, however, in each of two papers
on vital statistics published in 1939 and 1940, after Aberle had been UPA superintendent for several years. In the first paper, she and her co-authors wrote: “We
cannot consider here the many factors which, once controlled or improved, will
yield beneficial results. Diet, further sanitary improvements, the betterment of
the economic conditions of the Indian, and an increase in medical facilities may
be cited. Attention is already being turned to factors such as these and if such
efforts as are being made are continued without financial or political restriction we may expect to see results in a downward trend of mortality among the
Pueblo Indians.”70
A year later they wrote: “With the passage of the Reorganization Act of
1934 . . . a new policy in the administration of Indian Affairs was brought into
existence. Its most significant features are its recognition of the Indian tribal
councils as governing bodies of the pueblos, promotion of an enlightened educational policy, an extension of improved medical services, and most important,
a concerted effort to better the Indians’ economic condition.”71
It is not unreasonable to suppose that Aberle’s immersion in the administration of Pueblo affairs quickly familiarized her with the economic and medical
hardships the villagers confronted and influenced the way she understood her
data. Indeed, much of her tenure as superintendent was devoted to improving
the nutrition and public health of Pueblo communities, as well as to acquiring land and improving agriculture.72 These efforts included health education,
improved nutrition and hygiene, classes to teach food preservation, the building
of protected water supplies and sewage systems, the drainage of stagnant pools,
land acquisition, stock reduction and improvement, and scientific range management. In addition, and among the most contentious issues, was the reorganization of tribal governance.
The IRA had empowered tribes to develop constitutions that would make
it possible for them to become representative democracies. Aberle wrote that
among the Native pueblos, civil affairs had been controlled by the religious hierarchy in each community but that over time, the two—church and state—were
becoming increasingly separate, though “[D]evelopment has not progressed at
the same rate in all of the villages.”73 By the time she left office in 1944, only Santa
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Clara Pueblo had a written constitution that had been approved and accepted
by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, while several others had written constitutions
that had not yet been approved by the secretary of the interior.74 Broadly, the difficulties involved a conflict between new forms of representative government
and the theocratic structure of the pueblo villages, illustrated by the controversy
in Taos Pueblo over the use of peyote.
A small segment of the Taos population had joined the Native American
(peyote) Church and was disciplined by the officials of the pueblo. Aberle and
Collier intervened on behalf of the peyotists on the grounds that their civil rights
had been violated, and that U.S. law, which superseded Pueblo law, enforced a
separation of church and state. Mabel Dodge Luhan wrote to Sec. of the Int.
Harold Ickes: “Do you really mean that you are defending self-government when
you take the side of a few drug addicts against the efforts of the pueblo officers
to eradicate the usage of the Peyote drug? These officers are trying to deliver the
Indians from their bondage to a narcotic & you try to encourage them in the use
of it.”75 Although intemperate, Luhan was pointing out a real inconsistency in
the application of the policy of self-determination.
After she finished her tenure as superintendent, Aberle wrote a monograph
on Pueblo land, economy, and civil organization. In it she observed that both
involvement in the cash economy and exposure to scientific management of
range land had worked a change for the better in Pueblo civil society; such that
they were increasingly able to retain their vitality while still adjusting to the
larger U.S. society. She concluded with a statement somewhat at odds with the
policy she and Collier had pursued in the Taos peyote controversy: “Insofar as
the Federal Government limits its authority to handling Indian problems which
lie outside of the local tribal authority, and refrains itself from entering into
decisions which should be under the jurisdiction of Pueblo officials, just so long
will the Pueblo organizations continue to function effectively.”76 No longer were
Pueblos seen as primitives isolated from the currents of American life but as
peoples embedded in history and deserving protection and support.
After the Bureau of Indian Affairs
Aberle left the job as superintendent of the UPA in 1944. She had married William Brophy, an attorney who had previously worked on behalf of the Pueblos.
When he succeeded John Collier as commissioner of Indian affairs in 1945, they
moved to Washington, D.C. where she worked for the Division of Medical Sciences of the National Research Council (1944–1948) and studied malaria control, and where she co-authored77 a history of the NRC Committee for Research
on Problems of Sex with the distinguished anatomist George Corner.78 She
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also served on the first board of the National Science Foundation (NSF) from
1950–1958. Beginning in 1957, having returned to New Mexico, she and Brophy
worked for the Commission on the Rights, Liberties, and Responsibilities of the
American Indian sponsored by the Fund for the Republic, which issued its final
report in 1966. After Brophy’s death in 1962, Aberle assumed major responsibility for its completion.79
The final report of the commission concluded that the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 had given Native tribes the tools to address their problems
themselves. “However, before the efficacy of the act could be adequately demonstrated,” the report stated, “World War II broke out; and after the war the old
attitude of trying to assimilate Indians by legislation reasserted itself, culminating in the termination resolution.”80 In the decade of the 1950s, the report
continued, the controversy over termination dominated discussions of Indian
policy. Indeed, several tribes had their federal recognition terminated, with what
the commission regarded as almost entirely negative consequences. As a result,
though the commission favored integration of Indians into the larger society,
it recommended that termination never be done without both the informed
consent of tribes themselves and sufficient safeguards to ensure they were not
cheated by private and state organizations. The commission noted, “[T]he fact
that Indians have grown weary of too much supervision and resentful of what
they feel to be the ‘father-knows-best’ attitude of the B.I.A. Yet, despite their
discontent, most existing tribes oppose termination because they are accustomed to a dependent relationship with the federal government and because
they know they are unprepared for a clean break.”81 By the time the report was
issued in 1966, Indian policy was once again changing as federal funds began
to flow from various Great Society programs into tribal governments and other
tribal entities, allowing them to manage their own affairs free of interference
from the BIA. In the 1970s, Pres. Richard Nixon formally reversed the policy of
termination.82
During the early 1970s, Aberle began working again with Pueblos. She had
raised money from the NSF, which supported a research project on Computer
Assisted Instruction (CAI) in schools serving Pueblo children. Aberle was the
principal investigator but worked as an employee under the supervision and
control of the All Indian Pueblo Council (AIPC). The money was channeled
through a university and could not be spent for nonresearch purposes. In the
mid-1970s this arrangement brought her in conflict with a Pueblo Indian school
administrator who wanted to use some of the money to pay unrelated expenses
incurred three years earlier. In her telling of the story, Aberle objected to what
she thought was a misuse of funds and, as a result, was fired by the AIPC. She
later wrote: “To the Indians it was of first importance to keep a brown-skinned
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sister out of trouble. My explanation about regulations was not believed. They
looked at me out of the corner of half-shut eyes, as if to say, ‘You are making up
a good white’s ‘excuses.’’ However, in one way, they were right. They could easily have got away with ignoring this regulation. I could not. Their accounts were
rarely if ever audited by the federal authorities. Mine were critically reviewed.”83
The letter of dismissal from the chairman of the AIPC claimed Aberle had
failed to coordinate her project proposals and travel to Washington, D.C. with the
office of the chairman and that she had submitted an independent proposal to the
NSF: “Your efforts to submit another proposal on behalf of the All Indian Pueblo
Council appears to be nothing more than an effort to promote your proposal with
the University of Albuquerque.” The chairman claimed this sort of action would
cause chaos within the AIPC, and so she was terminated. Aberle objected, claiming none of this was true and that due process had not been followed.84
Whatever the rights and wrongs of the case, the result was a transformation
in Aberle’s thinking about Indians in general and Pueblos in particular.
I was stunned. I could feel my heart beat, my mind was a blur. I thought
the Indians were my friends. They were not. I believed Indian parents
were enthusiastic enough to stand up for CAI. They were not. Then I
realized with a start that I had been seeing through rose-colored glasses
from a privileged position. My thinking had been derived from my liberal ideology which was popular in the forties. These products of my
imagination had clung to me for years, because of my strong desire
which was half conviction, half hope to have them true. Suddenly, with
dismal realization I saw my mistake and then considered what my fantasies had cost me in sheer toil and endless time.85
Aberle, who had been a friend and colleague of Collier’s when they both worked
for the BIA, attributed to his policies many of the problems she now saw clearly
for the first time. “The majority culture harbors two schools of thought about
the pueblos,” she wrote. The first, exemplified by Collier himself, emphasized
“Indian purity,” the lack of emphasis placed upon the accumulation of wealth,
freedom from hatred, closeness to the earth, and the blending of recreation
and worship. The second, “rarely mentioned except in whispers behind closed
doors, is based on the Indians being in many ways like the rest of us except
for their belief that all objects are animate. . . .” Aberle elaborated on both: “I
often heard snickers by the ‘old-timers’ of [the] BIA behind my back, when I
expanded on John Collier’s theme in which I thoroughly believed at the time.
The other school sees the Indians as humans like ourselves.” 86
She compared the Pueblos unfavorably with the Cherokees of Oklahoma:
“I found that the pueblos were the most archaic among the American Indians,
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and the Cherokees I met the most sophisticated. In fact, most of the Cherokee
were indistinguishable from the Anglos in dress, logical reasoning, and future
orientation.”87 The difference was accounted for by the fact that the Cherokees
had their reservations abolished in 1912 when Oklahoma became a state: “Without reservations in which to segregate, they resemble their neighbors. . . . The
Cherokee demonstrate that Indians can be a contributing part of the white society.”88 Aberle argued this was not true of the Pueblos, especially those who had
remained on their reservations. Self-government, which she thought she had
been encouraging as superintendent of the UPA, was simply a way for tribal
leaders to retain power, not to deal effectively with the problems faced by their
communities.89
Elaborating on her critique, she believed that the Pueblos were unwilling to
do their own farming and instead leased land to non-Indians, nor did they use
the water to which they had rights but would—and probably should—lose it to
the city of Albuquerque that had need for it.90 Almost every job that required
technical administrative skill was occupied by three people: “The head is usually an Indian without specific knowledge and training for the particular position he fills; the second-in-command almost always, an Anglo expert with the
necessary training and background; and the third, an Indian trainee. One wonders whether the trainee is being groomed to fill the first or second position.”91
To Aberle breaking up reservations and assimilating Indians were the only
ways to force Indians to become part of the larger society:
As I see the problem facing the pueblos during this first year of the eighties, it appears to me impossible for the Indians to become members of
the majority culture, submit to competition and work for their own basic
needs, while holding on to their subsidies and clinging to their ancient
ways. Such Indians are ‘kept’ people. But they reason, “If I can get by
with the way things are set up for me, and there is stability, why change?”
The only way to get Indians to consider other ways will be to permit stability to be more miserable than change. Any unwanted change in pueblo
life will be blamed on ‘whitie,’ until such time when they come to understand that need is not synonymous with what they want.92
She continued a few pages later, arguing that subsidizing Indians “puts a distinct burden on the tax payer. Now is the time to question what these ‘reform
policies’ have done to the people who are paying for the ‘reform.’ . . . . Is a culture
worth preserving that must be subsidized at the expense of another culture?”93
At this point, she had completely repudiated her beliefs as embodied in the
recommendations of the final report of the Commission on the Rights, Liberties,
and Responsibilities of the American Indians, which had been critical of terKunitz / Sophie Aberle among the Pueblos
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mination of federal recognition and had provided case studies of its deleterious consequences for the tribes that had been terminated.94 She now believed
that the maintenance of reservations would continue to create dependent people who were unable to engage effectively with the larger society. “Whom you
would destroy,” she wrote, “Subsidize.”95
Conclusion
Aberle’s professional career working with Pueblo Indians covered about fifty years
(1927–1977) and included a central role in what was perhaps the most innovative administration in Indians affairs of the entire twentieth century. Service by
women in positions of authority during the New Deal was not uncommon, and
many remarkable women made their lives and careers, both within and outside
government, in New Mexico during the interwar years. Aberle exemplified both.
John Collier offered her the job as superintendent of the newly organized
UPA undoubtedly due to her earlier research among the Pueblos and his belief
that scientific experts were particularly well-suited to manage the complex
affairs of contemporary society. This faith, shared by many Progressives and
New Dealers, was embraced at one time by Aberle herself. Beginning in the
1960s, anthropologists and other social scientists harshly criticized administration by scientists or technocrats as simply a cloak for colonialism, a means of
manipulating Indians while creating the illusion of autonomy and self-determination.96 There is evidence to support this interpretation of both the Progressive
Era and the New Deal,97 but it is only part of the truth. For, as Washburn has
observed, Collier had to deal not only with Indians but with the U.S. Congress,
which was often hostile to Indian interests.98 Without creation of tribal governments as part of the Indian Reorganization Act, there would have been no entities with which the federal and state governments and private industries could
deal, and Indian interests would have continued to be decimated as they had
been before the New Deal.
Moreover, administrators like Aberle believed deeply that they were working
in the best interests of Indians, not that they were manipulating them in their
own interests or those of the federal government. That is why she was so disillusioned when, in the 1970s, she was fired by the All Indian Pueblo Council, an
organization with which Collier had collaborated in the 1920s to fight the Bursum Bill.99 She had given herself to a cause in which she believed deeply, only to
be rejected when times changed.
Indeed, times had changed. Anthropologists became critical of what they saw
as the colonialism of the BIA during the New Deal Era, but more importantly,
Indian tribes and pan-Indian groups became far more assertive than in the past,
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demanding more control over their own affairs and resources, and reclaiming
lands that had been lost to non-Indians.
The demands of Indians for greater self-determination had important consequences, for not only the policy of termination of federal recognition was
rejected as a moral and practical failure by a Republican president, but the special relationship between tribal governments and the federal government was
affirmed first by President Nixon and then by Pres. Ronald Reagan, and Congress passed legislation in the mid-1970s empowering tribes and tribal entities
to contract with the federal government to manage schools, hospitals, and other
services. The All Indian Pueblo Council was at the forefront of such changes,
including the building of the Pueblo Cultural Center in Albuquerque in the
1970s with funds from the Economic Development Administration. It was also
among the first Indian organizations to take over management of schools serving Pueblo students, which were previously managed by the BIA.100
There was, however, a severe backlash, as comments by President Reagan and his Sec. of the Int. James Watt indicated. Watt claimed that reservations exemplified the “failures of socialism,” and the President, in off-the-cuff
remarks in Moscow, invited Indians to “be citizens along with the rest of us.”101
But more than inflammatory language was involved, for the Reagan administration’s statement on Indian policy noted, “It is important to the concept of
self-government that tribes reduce their dependence on federal funds by providing a greater percentage of the cost of their self-government.”102 In practice
this meant reduced funding for Indian tribes. The statement continued, “It is
the free market which will supply the bulk of the capital investments required
to develop tribal energy and other resources.”103 As George Pierre Castile has
observed, “The key similarities between the nineteenth-century assimilationist
view and the Reagan doctrines are in the emphasis on self-sufficiency, individualism at the expense of the collective, and a stress on private economic enterprise rather than communal.”104
Aberle’s disillusionment in the late 1970s with the policies she had supported
throughout her career, while precipitated by the painful rejection she had experienced, was also consistent with the widespread reaction to Indian assertiveness and with the reemergence of an assimilationist and individualistic ideology
occurring at the same time. Sounding like Secretary Watt, she wrote in 1984 to a
friend of “the central reality of our time—namely—socialism fails.”105
Despite her early interest in scientific racism, there is no evidence of racism in her publications from the 1920s or in her memoirs written five decades
later. Her criticisms of Indians, especially the Pueblos, were based upon her
hostility to the reservation system and to the dependency that she believed it
fostered. Indeed, the ideology of assimilation is arguably antithetical to the
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assumption that races are unequal, for it assumes that integration in schools,
housing, jobs, and marriage is at once desirable and possible, as revealed by
her praise of the Oklahoma Cherokees. Her intellectual and ideological trajectory over more than fifty years thus mirrored changes in the culture more generally. She began in the 1920s with the then intellectually respectable scientific
racism prevalent at the time, progressed to the communitarian liberalism of
the New Deal, and ended with an individualistic reaction to the New Deal in
the 1970s and 1980s.

Sophie D. Aberle. Photograph courtesy
Sophie D. Aberle Photograph Collection,
Center for Southwest Research, University
Libraries, University of New Mexico.
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